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In early August, Argentina's opposition unions held a 24- hour general strike to demand that
the government provide more aid to workers affected by President Carlos Menem's structural
adjustment policies, the second such national labor protest since Menem took office in 1989. More
labor unrest is likely in the coming weeks, since the government has so far stubbornly resisted
negotiating with union leaders. Since late 1993, unions and community organizations have carried
out nearly constant protest marches and labor stoppages in Argentina's northern provinces, where
government efforts to roll back state intervention in the economy and open the domestic market to
foreign competition has taken the heaviest toll on workers.
In December 1993, workers had rioted in the province of Santiago del Estero to demand, among
other things, wage hikes and state assistance for the unemployed. The riots in Santiago del Estero in
turn spurred more riots and strikes in March and April throughout most of the northern provinces,
which are the poorest zones in the country. Since April, the protests have continued, especially
in the provinces of Catamarca, Jujuy, and Salta, where civil servants are demanding that the
government pay accumulated back wages and raise salaries across the board. In those three
provinces, workers' organizations carried out weekly street demonstrations in May and June, which
often led to violent clashes with security forces.
On June 16, for example, public sector unions in Catamarca called for a one- day strike in that
province, which degenerated into rioting in the city of Catamarca 1,200 km. northeast of Buenos
Aires after workers tried to torch the governor's offices. Since July, the protests in the northern
provinces have mushroomed into a national labor movement headed by the country's two largest
opposition confederations: the Argentine Workers Congress (Congreso de los Trabajadores
Argentinos, CTA) and the Argentine Workers Movement (Movimiento de Trabajadores Argentinos,
MTA).
The CTA and MTA called for a national march on the capital on July 6 that attracted about 100,000
workers from around the country, the biggest opposition demonstration since President Menem
took office. Unions from most of the northern provinces sent huge contingents to participate in the
march, and most of the local workers' organizations in those zones held daily demonstrations for
days in their home towns and cities before joining the caravans that descended on the capital. Given
the success of the July 6 mobilization, the MTA and CTA decided to coordinate a 24-hour national
strike on Aug. 2 to push four basic demands: more government aid for the un- and underemployed,
wage hikes to compensate for declining purchasing power since 1991, special assistance programs
for the northern provinces, and an agreement to open negotiations over some of the government's
economic policies.
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Of the four demands, the call for programs to assist unemployed workers is perhaps the most
important, since the country's growing unemployment rate has galvanized labor groups into action
around the nation. Indeed, the government's latest survey on employment, released on July 25,
showed a substantial jump since last year in the number of workers either out of work or without
a full-time job. According to the survey which is conducted biannually in May and October by the
Economic Planning Secretariat (Secretaria de Programacion Economica) open unemployment as
of May 1994 reached 10.8% of the economically active population, up nearly a full percentage point
compared with May 1993, when the Secretariat reported a 9.9% unemployment rate.
The number of underemployed those who work less than 36 hours per week also increased
from 8.8% to 10.2% in the same period. All told, about 2.8 million workers, or nearly 21% of the
estimated 13.5 million work force in Argentina, are either out of work or only have part-time
jobs. The survey found that the highest unemployment rates are concentrated in the northern
provinces. In the province of Santa Fe, for instance, 16.9% of the local work force have only part
time jobs, up from 13.5% in May 1993. In general, both the government and the unions agree
that the Menem administration's efforts to roll back state intervention in the economy greatly
aggravated unemployment since 1991, given that thousands of workers either lost their jobs through
the privatization of state industries or through efforts by private companies to modernize their
businesses.
The accelerated reduction of import tariffs and other "protectionist" barriers to trade has greatly
opened the domestic market to foreign competition, forcing Argentina's industrial, agricultural,
and commercial sectors to scale back their labor force to lower costs, while replacing workers with
high-tech machinery to increase productivity and efficiency. "Production and consumption are
growing, but new technologies are replacing workers with robots," admitted President Menem in
late July. Nevertheless, the government and labor disagree over appropriate measures to increase
employment opportunities.
The government advocates a thorough overhaul of Argentina's aging labor code to eliminate rigid
state regulations over hiring and firing workers, as well as updating procedures to negotiate wages
and benefits with unions and individuals. The private sector argues that Argentina's outdated labor
code makes it cheaper to replace workers with robots and other high-tech machinery. Since the
proposed legal reforms would only increase employment opportunities in the medium to long term,
the government also suggests retraining programs to better prepare unskilled workers to compete
for jobs in the modern marketplace. And, in the short term, the government proposes to finance
a five-year public works program that would create some 200,000 temporary jobs, especially in
targeted communities in the northern provinces.
Not surprisingly, the CTA and the MTA bitterly oppose any effort to revise the country's labor code.
Rather, the unions demand that the government immediately provide unemployment benefits for
laid-off workers, and then reinstate measures to protect local businesses from foreign competition to
avoid any further increase in unemployment. To date, however, the government has refused to even
consider the CTA and MTA demands, which paved the way for the general strike on Aug. 2. "We've
never been indifferent to the needs of workers," said Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo shortly
before the strike began. "But we cannot accept the so-called solutions proposed by the opposition,
since it would hurt the economy. The magic solution they suggest is simply to close the economy
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off to the outside world again, but that would mean going back to the Argentina of 1989, to the
Argentina we fortunately left behind." According to the unions, about 70% of workers around the
country participated in the strike.
Indeed, journalists reported widespread support in the public sector, where MTA and CTA
membership is strongest. Transportation in Buenos Aires and other urban zones came to a virtual
halt, since transportation workers generally heeded the call to strike. Worker participation was
particularly high in the northern provinces. The MTA estimates that more than 90% of workers
in Cordoba and Jujuy abandoned their posts on Aug. 2. In fact, riots broke out in Santiago del
Estero, Tucuman, Chaco, Salta, and Cordoba, where demonstrators attacked busses and commercial
vehicles that had boycotted the strike. "It was the most successful action that we've carried out in
recent years," read a declaration by the Confederation of Education Workers (Confederacion de
Trabajadores de la Educacion, CTERA), which is a member of the CTA.
Still, the strike's impact on the government was clearly limited by divisions in the labor movement.
The country's oldest union confederation the General Workers Confederation (Confederacion
General del Trabajo, CGT) refused to participate in the strike. Some CGT unions apparently did
support the movement and their members walked off their jobs, but for the most part, activity
remained fairly normal in the commercial, industrial, and financial sectors, since those are the three
areas where the CGT commands its greatest backing. The CGT directorate is controlled by members
of the governing Peronist party, Partido Justicialista. The CGT leadership backed President Menem
in the 1989 elections, and it has generally supported the government since Menem took office.
Consequently, the CGT's conservative stance led to a split in the confederation at the end of 1992,
when the CGT's radical wing broke away to form the CTA.
The CGT deliberately attempted to undermine the strike's effect by signing an accord on July
25 with the government and the Union of Argentine Industrialists (Union Industrial Argentina,
UIA) to negotiate a compromise agreement on reforms to the labor code. The CGT advocates
negotiations to achieve moderate demands that are realistically obtainable within the framework
of neoliberalism. Thus, it supports fighting for government guarantees to protect job stability, plus
greater government aid for lower-income groups, in exchange for giving up some of the outdated
benefits contained in the labor code. Notwithstanding the divisions within the labor movement,
however, strikes and protest marches are likely to continue in the short to medium term, especially
since general elections are scheduled for 1995 and the unions will likely take a strong stand against
President Menem's bid for a second term in office
Moreover, protests against the government's economic policies are spreading to other sectors as
well. In mid- August, small and medium-sized farmers around the country will participate in a 10day agricultural producers' boycott, whereby farmers will refuse to sell their produce. The boycott,
which will begin Aug. 12 and end on Aug. 21, is organized by three large farmers' associations: the
Argentine Agrarian Federation (Federacion Agraria Argentina, FAA), the Rural Confederations of
Argentina (Confederaciones Rurales Argentinas, CRA), and "Coniagro," which together represent
about 600,000 farmers. The federations say they are unable to compete with foreign investors who
are flooding the domestic market with cheap, and often subsidized, agricultural goods from the
advanced industrialized countries. Among other things, the farmers demand that the government
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refinance their debts with low-interest loans, suspend all subsidized imports, and provide much
more credit at rates below world-market rates.
The government, however, has so far resisted refinancing farmers' debts, and adamantly refuses to
even consider providing interest at below-market rates. To date, the government has only promised
to set up a US$100 million "guarantee fund" to provide struggling farmers state backing that will
help them gain commercial credit. "We are aware that our boycott may well create temporary
food shortages, and we regret that," said the FAA general secretary, Mariano Echaguibel. "But
dialogue has gotten us nowhere. It seems the only way to make this government pay attention to our
problems is through strong-arm tactics."

-- End --
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